Commentary

Preventing Tragedies on the Tracks? It’s Just Common Sense

Minnesota is experiencing the deadliest year for pedestrians around train tracks in a decade. Two people were killed walking on or around train tracks in one two-day period in late October, bringing the total number of pedestrian-train deaths to 11 for 2009. This alarming trend prompted the Minnesota Department of Transportation and Minnesota Operation Lifesaver to issue a safety alert warning people about the dangers of walking on or near train tracks. 
Many Minnesotans don’t realize that railroad tracks are private property, and if you walk, hunt, fish from, ride snowmobiles or all-terrain vehicles on, or cross railroad tracks at places other than designated highway-rail grade-crossings, you are trespassing. 

Trains can come along at any time, on any track, from any direction.  The odds are against you if you choose to walk on or get too close to the tracks - you could get hit by a train.  Half the time that will lead to death or serious injuries. 
It’s just as important to pay close attention when you are using designated pedestrian or highway-rail crossings. It's easy to misjudge a train's speed and its distance, especially at night, and it can take a mile or more for a freight train moving at 55 miles an hour to stop after the engineer hits the brakes.
Distraction, for motorists or pedestrians, is a growing problem.  Talking on your cell phone, texting, or listening to an MP3 player can be deadly around railroad tracks.
Injuries and fatalities associated with trespassing on railroad property are a growing problem, and not just in Minnesota.  According to the Federal Railroad Administration, the casualty rate for all trespassers rose in 2008. More than 9,000 trespassers died or were injured nationwide in railroad-related trespassing incidents in the last 10 years. 
Education is the key to reducing rail pedestrian trespass incidents. Operation Lifesaver has launched a new safety campaign aimed at reducing the number of people killed and injured while illegally on the tracks. Partnering with the major U.S. railroads and the Federal Railroad Administration, the Common Sense campaign includes an interactive website and internet-based advertising. 
Operation Lifesaver’s message is simple - use your common sense, especially around trains. 
Pedestrians should follow these railroad safety tips:

    * Walking, hunting, fishing or riding snowmobiles or ATVs on tracks is trespassing; 
     it’s dangerous and illegal.

    * Turn your cell phone and MP3 players off when you’re near train tracks.
    * At designated crossings, check before crossing for trains moving in different directions on multiple 
    tracks.

    * Do not throw or place objects onto railroad tracks - they can cause derailments.

    * Stay three or four feet away from railroad tracks - rail cars are wider than tracks.

Minnesota Operation Lifesaver’s trained safety speakers give free presentations throughout the state, and tell people of all ages to Stay off and stay away from the tracks - to stay alive. Learn more at www.CommonSenseUseIt.com. 
Donna Naumann Is Executive Director  of Minnesota Operation Lifesaver in Maplewood. For more information visit Minnesota Operation Lifesaver’s website,  http://www.mnoperationlifesaver.org/  or the national Operation Lifesaver website at www.oli.org.
